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Although both music and poetry are thoroughly-integrated into the Early Childhood 
classroom, the ballad, their intersection, has not been studied. Appalachian music features a 
prominent tradition of balladry, a synthesis of several different music traditions. With the 
increased interest in Appalachian Studies after the 2016 U.S. presidential election, the study of 
Appalachian custom has become increasingly relevant. From a critical-historical perspective, the 
ballads, their collection, and their analysis have been used to perpetuate the oppressive structures 
that have come under increased scrutiny since 2016.  This study is a hypothetical curriculum for 
integrating the study of Appalachian ballads into the Early Childhood classroom, with a focus on 
second grade students. It is meant as a reaffirmation of a rich historical tradition and a 
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Sometimes when the dancers began to tire the musicians would play and 
sing such ancient, sad ballads as "Barbara Allen" and "King Henry's Wife” 
or other songs which had "been brought from over the waters." The most 
widely loved instrument, however, was the "dulcimore," or dulcimer. This 
plaintive harp had a place in most houses and to its accompaniment were 
sung tales of love, war and death. 
 












 The term “ballad” is often used as a broad term to define a dynamic range of musical 
styles and lyrics with either a folk narrative (i.e., “Barbara Allen” and “John Henry”) or - in 
contemporary genres - compositions with strong emotional resonance (i.e., Celine Dion’s “My 
Heart Will Go On” or jazz ballads such as Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit”).  For the remainder 
of this text, the term “ballad” will refer exclusively to those songs from the folk tradition. Within 
the folk tradition, ballads rest in the category of “folksongs” along with their non-narrative 
counterpart, the lyric (Andrews, 1998).  Folksongs often have no identifiable composer and 
transmit orally (Ibid.), with others transmitted via broadsides, sheet music, and public 
performance (Pettit, 1994). However, even this definition has limitations, which will be 
discussed in further detail later (see IV. Ballads and Balladeering). The difference between 
ballad and lyric is the narrative form for the former and the expression of emotion for the latter 
(Andrews, 1998). The ballad is action in song; the lyric is meditation and soliloquy with 
narrative as secondary (Hamessley, 2005).  Appalachia, since the late nineteenth century, has 
been known for its broad body of ballads (Meredith, 2001; Ostendorf, 2004). 
 But how do the semantics of a traditional music form intersect with the field of Early 
Childhood Education? According to Patricia Campbell (2015) in “Music in the Culture of 
Children”, “Children will always be drawn to music for its power and ability to bridle their 
energy, captivate their thoughts and feelings, and provide a safe haven from their worries. Music 
enhances their play and is an important means for learning their world” (p. 25). The young child 
is poetry and music in good measure; do we not fill our classrooms with song and sound? The 









learner sung aloud. Poetry is both an exploration of oneself and the world around one. Lewis 
Thomas, quoted in Graves (1994), says this “A poet is, after all, a sort of scientist, but engaged in 
a qualitative science in which nothing is measurable. He lives with data that cannot be numbered, 
and his experiment can be done only once.” (p. 326). The ballad—a musical experiment with the 
universe—gives a child the chance to make sense of the senseless, building skills across the 
cognitive, social-emotional, and language domains (Bjørkvold, 1990). What follows is a 
curriculum to explore, create, and refine a ballad tradition in the Early Childhood Classroom, 
especially through the lens of the Appalachian balladry tradition. 
 
Rationale 
 Why the ballad  in the Early Childhood classroom? What is its value and potential for 
study? The significance of the ballad as a part of curriculum is an extrapolation and re-
interpretation of the importance of music, storytelling, and poetry in the classroom. (Campbell, 
2015). Furthermore, this stems not only from exposure to music, narrative, and poesy, but also 
the creation, refinement, and performance of these things as well. Music forms a significant core 
of the Early Childhood curriculum and is crucial to developmentally-appropriate practice 
(Copple and Bredekamp, 2009). Storytelling is already a natural vein in the classroom (Cooper, 
1993; Paley, 1990) and it waits to be tapped for potential learning. Poetry correlates with positive 
outcomes for general education students (Heard, 1999; Graves, 1994), as well as emerging 
multilingual learners (Banks, 2017; Elting and Firkins, 2006; Wilfong, 2015) and students with 
developmental variations (Westgate Pesola, 2008; Arenson and Kreschmer, 2010). The ballad is 









 Why the Appalachian ballad lens? Besides the author’s personal experience with the 
material (detailed below in Personal Connections), the study of Appalachia in the twenty-first 
century is key to deconstructing the cultural myths of the United States (Satterwhite, 2013). 
Appalachia’s place in Euro-American culture is entwined tightly with notions of racism and 
eugenics, capitalism and classism, and colonialism and slavery (Ibid.; Dunaway, 1996; Caudill 
1963).  Appalachia has a long history of economic exploitation from the first colonialist 
invasions (Dunaway, 1996), the eighteenth through the twentieth century (Woodard, 2011; 
Caudill, 1963), and continuing to the current day (Woodard, 2011; Cocke, 1993). Furthermore, 
the collection, study, and the presentation of these ballads themselves is bedded with notions of 
“Anglo-Saxon purity” and Euro-American nationalism, (Hay, 2003; Ostendorf, 2004; Kader, 
2014; Rosenberg, 2007) as well as patriarchy and misogyny (Hamessley, 2005; Underwood and 
Parris, 2004; Tatar, 2015; Hutson, 1996; Martínez García, 2017). Thus, the study of ballads 
forms both a deconstruction of contemporary oppressive structures and a reclamation of a 
traditional art form; when introduced in the Early Childhood classroom, it adds an additional 
layer of emotional exploration that resists and reinterprets so as to help children make meaning 
of, interact with, and have their own impact in the world.  
 
Personal Connections 
 The shortest summation of my reasons for this study would be, “Because I am an 
Appalachian”, but this pleases neither my readers nor myself. The balladry of the Appalachian 
Mountains represents a good mix of nostalgia and homesickness for my home culture (as I write 









folk literature and music, a passion for sharing my culture with students, and a desire to rescue 
and reclaim these beautiful texts from the hands of the oppressors.  
 I was raised musically; music is a central part of my family. As evidenced by the 
transcripts of family interviews and photographs of family artifacts (see Appendix D: 
Transcripts of Family Interviews and Family Artifacts), music forms a central narrative 
through several generations of my kinfolk. I cannot and will not claim that we were balladeers—
that we sang Tam Lin by the light of the front porch of our cabins—and my family would have 
been easily overlooked by the wandering “songcatchers” of the twentieth century. Music is an 
inescapable marking for the Appalachian soul, and I am no different. 
 As a student of literature, my two passions are horror from the eighteenth century to the 
end of World War II and poetry of the medieval period. It is not insignificant that ballads draw 
on both of these interests; ballads frequently contain elements of the supernatural or almost-
supernatural (Wikle, 2012) and many ballad plots can be traced to before the fourteenth century 
(Meredith, 2001). I was heavily exposed to tales of “haints” (colloquialism for ghosts) from my 
grandparents at a young age, and local ghost story collections were prominent features on our 
bookshelves (and still maintain their importance in my current library). These ballads are a 
hearty stew of my blended passions. 
 I also wish to share my culture frequently and heartily with my non-Appalachian  
students in New York City.  My dulcimer is a prominent feature when I bring it to the classroom 
and strum a song. I tell folktales I had heard growing up (and a few more I gathered on my 
travels), and I fearlessly speak in my own home dialect. Young children from New York 









occasionally my fashion sense, but that is a story for another time). This study builds on my 
passion and gives it a vessel to wield it purposefully. 
 As described above (see Rationale), a shadow falls over the history of how the ballads 
have been studied and performed. From their initial collection by “songcatchers” such as Cecil 
Sharp (1859-1924), these folksongs have been used to build an image of White Euro-American 
“purity” in Appalachia (Hay, 2003; Ostendorf, 2004; Kader, 2014; Rosenberg, 2007). Other 
ballads, such as the “murder ballads” representative of the American South (not just Appalachia), 
were used a tools to control the behavior of women and people of color in a violent and 
tumultuous region (Hamessley, 2005; Underwood and Parris, 2004; Tatar, 2015; Hutson, 1996; 
Martínez García, 2017). As an Appalachian queer man, I see the reclamation and rescue of these 
ballads as imperative for dismantling the oppressive structures within Appalachia and elsewhere. 
 Last and least, there is a small amount of petty satisfaction gained from this study. Lucy 
Sprague Mitchell, founder of Bank Street, felt that the introduction of folklore to young children 
stifled their “rational” minds. From her introduction of the Here and Now Storybook (2015),  
 
And here we come again to the real ‘Märchen,’—the fairy tales. They take us into 
a lovely world of unreality where magic and luck hold sway and where the child 
is safe from human problems and from scientific laws alike. I have already said in 
talking of the younger children that I feel it unsafe to loose a child in this 
unsubstantial world before he is fairly well grounded in a sense of reality. 
 
It is with a modicum of Appalachian spite that I write this text at the school which Mitchell 
founded in defiance of her Progressive-era mentality, the same mentality which fueled the 
narrow-sightedness of the “songcatchers” (Ostendorf, 2004). However, this is also the era in 









relinquish patterns that no longer fit the present” (https://www.bankstreet.edu/about-bank-
street/mission-credo/).  From this perspective, critical revisiting of limitations in Progressive Era 
ideologies may be an apt way to acknowledge the generative dimensions of Mitchell’s legacy. 
 
Intended Audience 
 The curriculum is intended to be implemented with a group of seven- to eight-year-olds, 
the equivalent of a second-grade classroom in the United States. Whereas younger students can 
study poetry and music in myriad forms, the in-depth study of balladry requires the complex 
analysis that this age group is capable of. This study could also be extended to older children and 
even adults; however, this age group is undergoing startling social-emotional development and 
this study provides a method of exploring their development. In short, the study of balladry 
provides fuel for the growth of the social-emotional, cognitive, and language domains. 
Seven- to eight-year-olds are learning how their actions affect others, a more in-depth 
understanding of society and social relationships, and the budding of elaborate peer relationships 
(Copple and Bredekamp, 2009). The ballad study builds empathy through poetry and music 
analysis and builds self-esteem through practice and performance.  Furthermore, the study 
supports cognitive development by exploring a single concept through multiple facets. This 
supports the emerging skill of multidimensional thinking (Ibid.). Executive function is supported 
by the process of the workshop model, and the textual analysis of the ballads and other 
supporting texts provide a framework for exercising moral reasoning. The budding of these two 
skills is key to success in future learning (Ibid.). This ballad study also expands vocabulary, 









diverse language needs, such as developmental variations and/or as emerging multilingual 


























“You have bought a fair land, but there is a cloud hanging over it. 
You will find its settlement dark and bloody.” 











II. Appalachian History and Culture 
 
Defining Appalachia 
 Appalachia is a broad, mountainous geographic region that stretches from Alabama and 
Georgia to New York state.  Some sources define the region extending beyond the northern 
border of the United States, corresponding with the continuing mountain chain. (Ritchie and Orr, 
2014). Appalachia is also a distinct cultural region broken into three sub-regions—North, 
Central, and South—that happens to overlap with the Appalachian Mountains and around them 
as well, continuing into the lowlands (Dunaway, 1996). But Appalachia is also a large region of 
counties selected by the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) during the War on Poverty 
and only an act of Congress can expand or contract said region (Clark and Hayward, 2013). As 
evidenced by these overlapping and conflicting descriptions, the definition of Appalachia is a 
slippery one, and the context in which the speaker uses the term determines what sort of 
Appalachia one is looking at. (It should be noted that, to the author’s chagrin, that according to 
the ARC, the author’s home county is not “in” Appalachia—even though three of the five 
surrounding counties are recognized as Appalachia. As the counties are mostly homogenous in 
terms of culture, this leaves a foul taste in my mouth.)  Within this text, Appalachia is defined as 
a geographic and cultural region that includes both the titular mountain chain and a broad area to 
the west of it; this text will focus on Southern Appalachia, as Dunaway (1996) refers to it, which 
is the area between the northern border of West Virginia and the termination of the mountain 
chains in northern Alabama and Georgia. Furthermore, this text will focus on the Cumberland 









eastern Kentucky and Tennessee. For all intents and purposes, the term “Appalachia” is 
interchangeable with “Southern Appalachia” in this text. 
 
Defining Culture 
 When using the word “culture”, there is a vast cloud of context that surrounds it. A reader 
of the phrase “Appalachian culture” may have any number of ideas as to what that means, but it 
may be entirely different from the intent of the author. Therefore, taking from Comaroff and 
Comaroff’s framework (2019, 1992), this text continues forth with this definition of culture: a 
“semantic space” of signs and actions that a person constructs and represents themselves in. It is 
based on multiple, conflicting-cooperating meanings in a particular historical situation (Ibid.). 
Hence, for example, Appalachian culture of the Antebellum and Reconstruction eras are different 
because of the time in which they existed. Nor are the signs and symbols of a culture anchored to 
a single meaning. Some may be bound together completely or overlap; others are highly-
contested and brought into frequent conflict (Ibid.). The place of the Confederate flag         in the 
South—not just Appalachia—as both a tool of oppression and symbol of historical significance 
(Thompson, 2016) highlights such a conflict. Furthermore, culture consists of the structures of 
power and agency and the influence they have upon those within a culture; this nonagentive 
power structure manifests in the form of negatively-viewed constraints, neutrally-viewed 
conventions, and positively-viewed values (Comaroff and Comaroff). For example, individual, 
headstrong behavior is seen as a cultural value in Appalachia (Woodard, 2011) by this definition, 
and such an ideal has shaped Appalachia’s history since the colonial era. This idea of 










Why Teach Appalachia? 
 Before one can even begin to grasp the nature of Appalachian music, one must have a 
thorough understanding of its history and the cultural myths that surround it in the United States’ 
pantheon. Sapperwhite (2013) highlights myths of Appalachia that frequently appear when 
teaching and researching Appalachian culture. The first is the Agrarian Myth, followed by five 
Myths of Appalachian Exceptionalism. The Agrarian Myth, detailed by Dunaway (1996), is also 
known as “the myth of the happy yeoman” and was promoted by none other than Thomas 
Jefferson and his contemporaries. Part folk hero, part romantic invention, the yeoman farmer was 
idolized for industriousness, an independent streak, sense of “equality”, and his ability to 
produce abundantly. These mythmakers assumed that the interior regions of Appalachia would 
guarantee the proliferation of these (white) farmers—keeping the country in line with 
Jeffersonian ideals (Ibid.). Furthermore, even now, there is a continuing vein of thought that the 
Appalachian Mountains are inhabited by an isolated people who exist several centuries behind 
everyone else (Ibid.). This is evidenced by the persistent misconception that Appalachian persons 
speak Shakespearean English (Montgomery, 1998). (Brief aside: as implied by the words 
“misconception”and “myth”, this is not true; this is mostly due to the presence of a few words 
and sentence structures maintained from the first few waves of European immigration. These 
were noticed by visitors to the region in the early twentieth century (Ibid.). This is a recurring 
pattern as one will notice as they read the text.) 
 Furthermore, the five Myths of Appalachian Exceptionalism are abundant in 
representations of Appalachia, and even among its inhabitants (Sapperwhite, 2013). They are, “1. 









also the most rural part of the country. 3. Appalachia is all white and the whitest place in the 
United States. 4. Appalachia is all mountains. 5. Appalachia is premodern (Ibid.)”. To contest 
these myths Sapperwhite (Ibid.) presents the following rebuttals. The first rebuttal is not that 
Appalachia is poorer than anywhere else, but rather that it is both white and significantly poor 
(compare the War on Poverty’s treatments of Appalachia versus urban populations of color).  
Second, the definitions of “urban” and “densely populated” are skewed towards a strict “city” 
mentality and ignore dense unincorporated communities such as coal camps and strip 
developments. Third, the observations of current population disregard the historic populations of 
People of Color until the early twentieth century, when there was a dedicated effort to force them 
from the region. Indeed, Appalachia is considered a triracial culture, consisting of African-
Americans, Indigenous Americans, and whites. In the 1980s a large population of Hispanic and 
Latinx Americans has grown steadily (Thompson, 2014), possibly shaping Appalachia into a 
quadracial culture, in this author’s opinion. Fourth, the region is populated with plateaus, rivers, 
valleys, dense forests, flatlands, and coalfields, not just mountains. Finally, Appalachia is not so 
isolated as to not receive Wi-Fi, industrial facilities, chain stores and restaurants, and other 
common features common to contemporary cities (Sapperwhite, 2013). 
 If anything, these persistent misconceptions serve as a rallying cry to teach more about 
Appalachia. As described above, these myths are dangerous inaccuracies about a large cultural 
region. Furthermore, these myths are tied tightly with notions of whiteness and poverty. The 
region has a long history of economic exploitation (Dunaway, 1996; Caudill, 1963; Woodard, 









of oppressive discourse that surrounds the region. The study of ballads neatly ties in with this 
attempt to untangle and reinterpret the falsehoods that surround Appalachian culture. 
 
A Brief History of Appalachia 
Pre-Colonial and Colonial Era Appalachia 
 The earliest point of relevance in the history of Appalachia is ultimately a symbolic and 
serendipitous one. During the era of Pangea, the Appalachian Mountains were part of a 
continuous chain known as the Caledonian-Appalachian chain. As the continents began to drift 
apart, the Caledonian sections of the chain ended in northern Europe and the current location of 
Ireland and Scotland (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). In fact, “Caledonia” is the Latin name given by the 
Romans to the land that corresponds to Scotland (Ibid.). The importance of this as a symbol shall 
hopefully become more evident as one progresses through the text. In addition, Appalachia’s 
history from the nineteenth century to the modern day is marked by the discovery of a once-vast 
supply of coal. During the era of continental drift, a shallow inland sea surrounded by these  
mountains slowly receded over time, forming a vast peat bog of dense vegetation. As millennia 
passed, heat and pressure condensed and shaped these peat bogs into veins of coal (Caudill, 
1963). 
 Several geologic eras later, the Southern Appalachians were inhabited by several nations 
of Indigenous Americans including the Tuscarora, the Susquehannas, the Delawares, the 
Senedos, the Toteros, the Sioux, the Shawnees, the Chickasaws, and the Creeks (Dunaway, 
1996). Furthermore, the only indigenous nation living entirely within the region was that of the 
Cherokee (Ibid.) and it was estimated that their precolonial population was approximately a 









Indians”, 2015). Cherokee society was matrilineal; clan membership and property rights were 
determined by one’s mother. Furthermore, it was not uncommon for married couples to stay 
within the household of the bride’s family (Ibid.).   
Before the European invasion, Cherokee governance and law were based on spiritual 
traditions and a political body of priest-equivalents. Cherokee towns were independent entities 
with no centralized power structure (Dunaway, 1996). The Cherokee government was controlled 
by two groups, the Red and the White. Both branches were never in power at the same time as 
each was designed to be in power only during certain situations: Red in times of war, White 
during times of peace (Ibid.). The head of the White group oversaw community affairs and 
convened councils for discussion and positions within its hierarchy were hereditary. The Red 
organization, however, consisted of younger men and headed by a “Raven”, who was elected to 
that position. The Red organization was only active during three situations: external war, 
negotiations with outside powers, and trade agreement negotiations (Ibid.). 
By 1650, the population of the Cherokee nation had been reduced to approximately 
25,000 by the colonial invasions of European powers (“Cherokee Indians”, 2015). By the early 
1700s, the Cherokee nation was firmly established as a buffer between the competing European 
powers: Spanish interests in contemporary Florida, British interests along the eastern seaboard, 
and French interests to the west and beyond (Dunaway, 1996). The British especially became 
aware of this early on during their invasion and considered the region to be the only safety 
between themselves and conflict with the French.  
Although the French had manipulated other indigenous populations into serving their 









the British (Dunaway, 1996) Economic goods were a significant factor in controlling the 
Cherokee, and the British maintained a consistent record of cheaper, higher-quality commodities 
compared to that of the French. The British also knew that the Cherokee nation would not be 
unwilling to negotiate with another European power if commerce began to sour. By doing so, the 
British used the colonialist tool of choosing a “favored nation”, a local population that received 
benefits that other indigenous groups did not, and their “happiness” was considered paramount in 
business dealings (Ibid.). For example, in South Carolina, members of the Creek nation were 
charged higher prices than members of the Cherokee, and merchants consistently chose to trade 
with Cherokee over Creek and Chickasaws, commerce with whom was usually more profitable 
(Ibid.). 
 Furthermore, European colonial governments purposely orchestrated wars between 
indigenous nations, usually with a trade agreement or treaty as leverage (Dunaway, 1996). In 
short, the Creek and Cherokee nations were forced into a debilitating war, with European 
colonists providing weapons and ammunition to both sides. For example, the British incited both 
the Creek and Cherokee by joining raiding parties and selling rifles to either side, and then 
outright denying it when the Cherokee accused them of such (Ibid.). The British also forced the 
Cherokee into a centralized, secularized political structure, discarding the Red and White groups. 
They “commissioned” four individual members of the nation to control wide swathes of 
Cherokee lands and refused to recognize other members of the nation as authorities (Ibid.). In 
addition, the British pushed the Cherokee centralization by requiring members to use a 
centralized pass system when traveling to British settlements, by setting universal prices for all 









1730s, the Cherokee were coerced into electing a puppet government with a centralized 
leadership taken from the members of the Red group. This was all done so that the British could 
weaken the cultural heritage of the Cherokee and deal with them as if they were a single 
corporate entity (Ibid.). 
 Colonial officials began to deal with the Cherokee nation as a creditor-debtor 
relationship. They charged for goods on credit at excessive rates, as pandemics reduced the 
Cherokee population exponentially, coupled with the French-Indian War and later the American 
War of Independence (Dunaway, 1996). Increasingly, the British phrased themselves as 
benevolent guardians and regarded the Cherokee as “children of the king”, who were ignorant 
and needed to be reminded of the Crown’s beneficence. If the debtor was unable to pay their 
debts—either as an individual or as a community—it could be made up in the increased output of 
deerskins, which the creditor would then flip for a considerable profit in Europe, or the seizing of 
the land on which the debtor live (Ibid.). This changed the patterns of hunting and gathering that 
the Cherokees had been using for several centuries and caused shortages in their hunting 
grounds. In addition, Cherokee persons found a new profitable way to survive: the capture of 
slaves. Indeed, several Cherokee slavecatchers were able to found their own plantations in 
Appalachia before their forced expulsion in the early nineteenth century (Perdue, 2015). 
Colonists also began to seize land through illegal squatting, redrawing treaty lines, and 
threatening to end trade. Cherokee were expected to convert to Christianity and conform to 
British expectations of dress and behavior (Ibid.). By the end of the 1700s, the Cherokee 
population was reduced by 90 percent, their lands had been shrunk to a small sliver of their 









communities of dissenters (Ibid.). In short, with the arrival of the European powers in 
Appalachia, its ongoing history of exploitation had begun. 
 
Antebellum Appalachia 
 However, the Indigenous Americans were only one population exploited in Appalachia 
during the eighteenth century. In 1665, the Scots parliament was already shipping vast numbers 
of beggars, criminals, and Romani to the British colonies as both punishment and an attempt to 
satisfy a shortage of labor abroad (Meredith, 2001). England only preceded this forced 
conscription a few years previous with shipments of their own (Caudill, 1963). But these were 
not the only source of fresh bodies for labor; a healthy trade of shipping “orphans” also began to 
develop in England. Unattended children were at risk for being kidnapped and shipped abroad, 
all at the expense of the fledgling lords of the Tidewater or the slave-lords of the Deep South 
(Woodard, 2011). In addition, enslaved African persons made their way into the interior 
mountains as they fled the petty tyrants over them (Ibid.; Woodard, 2011).  Escaping various 
forms of slavery in the Deep South and the Tidewater region, these exiles formed the earliest 
colonial homesteads in Appalachia, isolated and watchful. Already, the Indigenous American, 
African-American, and poor Euro-American were being exploited as a cheap source of labor. 
Even through the twentieth century the American South and Appalachia’s greatest perceived 
strength was the amount of workers it could supply for dangerous, inhumane conditions (Cash, 
1991). 
 Of particular interest to the study of ballads is the later immigration after these seekers of 
freedom: the arrival of a large population of Ulster Scots, also known as the Scots-Irish. It was 









English landowners on occupied Irish lands, starting with Henry VIII in 1541 (Ritchie and Orr, 
2014). In 1606, two Scottish entrepreneurs from Ayrshire (the closest Scottish county to 
Northern Ireland), James Hamilton and Hugh Montgomery, founded private settlements in 
Ulster, the region of Northern Ireland closest to Scotland. Allies of King James VI and I, they 
were able to offer, with the king’s blessing, cheap tenancy to Lowland Scots (Ibid.). Two 
permanent settlements were soon completed (both of which contain descendants of its founders 
still today), and the success of this colony near to home inspired James to push forward with the 
British colonies in Virginia (Ibid.). These mostly-Protestant settlers became known as “Ulster 
Scots”. Their colonization of Northern Ireland still has political repercussions several centuries 
later, as evidenced by the ongoing ethno-nationalist conflict of The Troubles (Ibid.).   
Decades later, the Scottish population of Ulster grew exponentially in 1690 for two 
reasons: the Protestant victory at the Battle of the Boyne and the nationwide famine known as the 
“Seven Ill Years”. The Battle of the Boyne secured the placement of a Protestant monarchy and a 
tightening of English restrictions upon Ireland; this opened more paths for Scots to make their 
way into Ulster (Meredith, 2001). Furthermore, the famine pushed tens of thousands of Scots 
away from their own holdings and towards settlements in Ulster (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). While 
in Ireland, the Ulster Scots assimilated several ways of Irish music and performance via 
proximity and intermarriage, including the harp. Indeed, frequent gatherings of local musicians 
were described to transcend cultural differences and fuse into a unique musical style (Ibid.).   
By 1718, these same Ulster Scots were traveling in large numbers to the American 
colonies, starting with five boatloads arriving in Boston that year (Meredith, 2001). Five large 









various disasters occurring in Ulster. The first wave was spurred by a decrease in the value of 
linen (the region’s principal export), a drought, a sheep-killing blight, and increased rent from 
absentee English landlords (Woodard, 2011). It is an interesting coincidence that during this 
same period, Appalachia was also dealing with an abundance of absentee landowners and the 
subsequent taxation issues and exploitation of their tenants that they caused (Dunaway, 1996). At 
one point, the number of immigrants was so large that the British government feared the 
abandonment of this colonial enterprise, and thus a subsequent economic turmoil for Britain 
(Woodard, 2011). No small percentage of these immigrants had sold their tenancy rights or were 
shipped off to the American colonies for enslavement and servitude (Ibid.). These waves of 
immigration form one strand from which the balladry traditions are woven. 
Meanwhile, speculators and settlers began to skirt laws of Appalachian settlement set 
forth by the British Proclamation Line of 1763. Many of the Tidewater aristocracy had 
established small settlements beyond the Mississippi River, and these settlers and speculators 
began to encroach upon “protected” indigenous territory to connect holding with those along the 
east coast (Dunaway, 1996). By the end of the American War of Independence, many 
immigrants streamed into the region, displacing the indigenous peoples within, even against 
public declaration (Ibid.). No small amount of encroachment was accomplished by the waves of 
Scotch-Irish settlers from Ulster. As their presence in communities in the Northeast and the 
Coastal Midlands had caused a considerable uproar, it was a relief to many a government official 
that these Borderlanders, as they began to be called, happily took any parcel of land that was 
given to them (Woodard, 2011). Frequently, these Borderlanders disregarded the treaties and 









marrying into the indigenous populations. The conflicts between immigrant and indigenous 
became bloody and excessive, as Borderlanders actively sought conflicts via raids and scalping 
incidents. These Borderlanders disregarded the idea of centralized communities and an 
overarching government. They organized themselves into independent homesteads of close 
relations and took up methods of subsistence farming, tracking and hunting, or raiding and 
pillaging other homesteads (Caudill, 1963; Woodard, 2011). Numerous colonists expressed 
distaste at the Borderlanders’ proclivities towards “disorder”; roving parties of Borderlander 
bandits and lone highwaymen were significant problems for those within and around the borders 
of the region (Woodard, 2011). These practices continued before, during, and after the War of 
Independence. 
However, although a large population of Borderlanders, fugitives, and hidden Cherokee 
inhabited the Appalachian region, a majority of the land was held by a small group of elite 
absentee landowners (Dunaway, 1996). Throughout the period between the War of Independence 
and the U.S. Civil War, these landowners accumulated wealth by selling tracts to new 
immigrants, serving as land ages for absentee speculators on the East Coast who bought up large 
swathes of land to artificially inflate prices, and locating and developing natural features of the 
land as vacation resorts (Ibid.). They then used their wealth to develop towns and villages, mills, 
iron foundries, canals, ferries, and toll roads, cementing their prosperity as publicly-subsidized 
monopolies. This wealth was then turned towards the import of enslaved persons and luxuries or 
used to invest in other areas of the growing colonies (Ibid.). By 1840, most of the indigenous 
population had been forcibly relocated towards the American west. It is no accident that this 









cotton, wheat, and tobacco and national demand for gold discovered within the confines of the 
Cherokee nation accelerated the efforts of the colonizers (Ibid.). 
 
Slavery and the U.S. Civil War in Appalachia 
 It is important to note that during this period Appalachia was not considered “Southern” 
in the cultural sense. According to Woodard (2011), the two largest cultural regions that shared a 
border with it, the Deep South (Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and the Carolinas) and the 
Tidewater region (Virginia and Maryland) , shared few connections ideologically with the white 
Appalachians. The Deep South had been founded as a slavocracy that served as an extension of 
colonial interests in the Caribbean; its colonists tended to be landed aristocrats with excessive 
wealth or nouveau riche aristocrats who had come into wealth by exploiting the Caribbean. They 
transposed the plantation system and means of slavery onto the mainland and continued their 
enterprises as usual (Woodard, 2011). These colonists tended to have romantic views about their 
histories and origins; they claimed themselves as cavaliers and descendants of noble houses of 
Britain, even fabricating coats of arms for these “aristocratic” families. However, none of these 
romantic notions were factual (Cash, 1991, 1941), but their consequences are still felt today 
through lobbying organizations such as the Daughters of the Confederacy (Thompson, 2014). 
The culture of the Borderlanders was centered around individual (white) liberty and a distaste for 
material wealth and aristocracy (Woodard, 2011; Caudill, 1963); these frequently put the white 
cultures of the Deep South and Appalachia into conflict. 
 The Tidewater region, however, was operated by an elite class of aristocrats from Britain. 
These colonists—the political and military agents of the War of Independence—were members 









or fled Europe for personal (and sometimes clandestine) reasons (Woodard, 2014). These 
aristocrats attempted to turn the region into a personal paradise and maintained a considerable 
political presence throughout the secession of the United States. However, the Borderlanders 
opposed them throughout the Antebellum period consistently. Appalachia was represented at 
neither the Continental Congress nor the Constitutional Convention. By 1789, a steady stream of 
uprisings in Appalachia attempted to resist the formation of a centralized, elite-led federal 
government (Ibid.). In addition, Tidewater-controlled legislature reneged on paying 
Congressional debts to veterans or crop-requisitioned farmers of the War of Independence and 
declared that none of these “Morris notes” (named for the corrupt superintendent of finance 
Robert Morris) were acceptable as currency. Morris himself, along with several wealthy 
compatriots (including Alexander Hamilton), offered to buy the notes at a sixth to a fortieth of 
their original value. This concentrated debt was then turned towards personal wealth with Morris 
and Hamilton changed the national financial policy to repurchase the notes at face value plus six-
percent interest, paid in precious metals (Ibid.). Coupled along with the excessive tax of 
Appalachia’s mainstay beverage and form of non-fiat currency, whiskey, to pay for these 
precious metals, white Appalachians revolted openly and violently. The Whisky Rebellion and 
other uprisings did not endear the Tidewater and Appalachia regions to each other (Ibid.).  
 Regardless of these cultural differences, two things bound together the white 
Borderlanders, the Southern slave-lords, and the Tidewater gentry: the belief of white supremacy 
and the use of enslaved and indentured labor. Consistently across Appalachia, a majority of farm 
labor was supplied by a combination of enslaved persons, tenant farmers, and sharecroppers; the 









and Tennessee, where family labor with minimal paid labor was the dominant mode (Dunaway, 
1996). By 1860, thirty-one percent of farming households owned enslaved persons across the 
entire Southern Appalachian region; this enslaved population consisted of approximately 
257,700 persons. Other unpaid, but free laborers consisted of Cherokee nation migratory laborers 
that remained after their forced expulsion from the region. Although they were nominally “free”, 
these laborers would be allowed to stay temporarily on the hillier sections of their ancestral lands 
(Ibid.).  Furthermore, additional coerced workers consisted of those arrested as “vagrants”; 
conscripting them into farming work on behalf of the state was widely seen as an act of public 
benevolence (Ibid.). Frequently, homeless or unattended children would become wards of the 
state until the age of 18 to 21 and placed on local farms under long-term labor contracts. Free 
African Americans would also be captured and re-enslaved. All of these individuals would be 
auctioned off by the state to the highest bidder, with the exception of enslaved persons—they 
would be purchased for their buyer indefinitely (Ibid.). Compare this to the Tidewater region and 
the Deep South, where enslaved persons formed a majority of the population (Woodard, 2011). 
 All three regions depended on the notion of white supremacy to maintain power and 
control. In the Deep South and Tidewater, the notion of white supremacy was interlaced with 
religious justification, the role and treatment of women (“in their defense”, so they claimed), and 
the continuation of aristocracy (Woodard, 2011; Cash, 1991). Appalachia’s white supremacy 
during the antebellum period, however, was of a slightly different branch; it was formed from a 
previous history carried over from Europe. The Borderlanders despised the aristocratic power 
structures of the Deep South and Tidewater and viewed slavery as an oppressive tool used by 









outward hatred of slavery as an institution, and a thorough distaste for enslaved persons as its 
pawns (Woodson, 2015). However, both the dependence on forced labor and the use of white 
supremacy as a means of control gave enough pull that, although the Borderlanders fought for 
both armies in the U.S. Civil War (including within both sides of the author’s family), they 
bound themselves with the Tidewater region and Deep South in a political alliance, one that 
remains relatively unbroken to this day (Woodard, 2011). It is at this point, the dawn of 
Reconstruction, that the history of Appalachia binds itself tightly to the history of the American 
South as a whole. 
 
Postbellum Appalachia and the Twentieth Century 
 The U.S. Civil War and Reconstruction did little to change the ideology of the American 
South (the Deep South, Tidewater Region, and Appalachia) except to give it a permanent shrine 
in their hearts to the modern day (Cash, 1991; Thompson, 2014). Reconstruction created a bitter, 
racist group of white Southerners (including Appalachians) that felt their continued resistance 
was a justifiable and noble duty (Cash, 1991). By allying themselves even partially with the 
Deep South and Tidewater, Appalachia was also judged to have earned the same punishments for 
secession (Woodard, 2011). This further isolated the Appalachians from the Northern cultural 
nations (Yankeedom, New Netherland, and the Midlands) and unified them with the once-
despised Deep South and Tidewater regions. Within the South as a whole, there began a new 
effort to sanctify their culture, the cult of the Lost Cause. This was a fervent reframing of the 
central reason for the U.S. Civil War—slavery, undenied by the heads of the Confederacy—to 
that of political or economic reasons—state’s rights and tariffs. This was accomplished by two 









 The large Christian Protestant groups began framing salvation in terms of personal 
salvation, rather than the improvement of society as a whole. Sin was a personal failing, not the 
effect of society or inequity. The interest of the Christian became, not the wellbeing of others, 
but the maintenance of order and obedience (Woodard, 2011). Social organizations, such as the 
once-powerful United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) founded in 1894, also pushed 
forward the narrative of the Confederate soldier as a romanticized cultural hero. This group 
consisted of the women of elite families of the South, all of whom worked towards the 
preservation of Confederate historic sites and building monuments to the dead Confederacy. 
These elite white women lobbied frequently in Congress and maintained the burgeoning growth 
of the Lost Cause (Thompson, 2014). By the early twentieth century, one Georgian school 
principal and member of the UDC, Mildred Lewis Rutherford, released a textbook that presented 
the Confederacy in a completely benevolent and generous light. By consistently lobbying state 
legislatures throughout the south, the UDC and Rutherford not only forced this historically-false 
text into curriculum but also forced “anti-Southern” (in their parlance) authors out of schools. 
Ultimately, they succeeded (Thompson, 2014). For example, the author of this text thoroughly 
remembers being taught the various myths of the Lost Cause during his childhood education. 
The proliferation of the Lost Cause is highly-relevant to the history of music in Appalachia. 
 While these ideological changes spread throughout Appalachia, many drastic economic 
and cultural changes came about as well. The high-poverty populations of white Appalachians 
now became in direct competition with newly-freed black Appalachians in the labor market. This 
escalated into brutal waves of racial violence, culminating with the foundation of the Klu Klux 









Civil War, the Appalachians entered a long period of violent mountain feuds, lasting until 1915. 
Such violent conflicts, such as the famous Hatfield-McCoy feuds, occasionally became battles 
between small armies of kinfolk and their allies (Caudill, 1963). It is also during this time that a 
prominent strain of anti-intellectualism entered the culture of Appalachia; itinerant 
schoolteachers were sent outward from Yankeedom to “convert” children throughout the South 
via compulsory education (Woodard, 2011; Caudill, 1963). This did nothing but instead drill in 
an intense distaste or “book-learning” as a “Yankee pastime” (Caudill, 1963; Woodard, 2011). 
 Economically, although timber had been an export of Appalachia for forty years 
(Dunaway, 1996), by the 1870s, the industry took a sharp and radical turn. Whereas Appalachian 
loggers would deliver trees cut from their properties downriver after the spring river thaws, 
speculators from distant cities—New York, Cincinnati, Philadelphia—began to make their own 
claims (Caudill, 1963). These venture capitalists became aware of vast swathes of uncut forest 
neglected since the time of the Cherokee nation; furthermore, exploratory geologists began to 
report veins of bituminous coal. Rumors of railroads into Appalachia were spread among the 
financial sector. Agents of these robber-barons began to explore the mountains, offering to 
cheaply buy tracts of timbered land so that they might multiply in value once the railroads were 
built (Ibid.). (However, it would not be until after the end of World War I than any sort of 
railroad would enter into Appalachia.) Although they were bought cheaply for the capitalists, the 
paltry amount paid for these trees and land seemed like a fortune to the Appalachians. Timber 
companies employed both outside agents and county officials on their payroll in order to 









By the 1890s, the significant export of Kentucky timber transformed into an increasing 
demand for coal. Companies headquartered in distant urban centers began to purchase various 
coalfields (Caudill, 1963). The unscrupulous agents of capitalists that bought these tracts of land 
were particularly devious; they included many parasitic benefits to themselves in their contracts 
with the Borderlanders. Furthermore, many contracts were “broad-form” and entitled the coal 
companies to all coal, oil, gas, and metals found on the property. In addition, the companies had 
full right to build roads and structures upon the land and use the surface in anyway that might be 
“convenient or necessary” for the company. These capitalists were also given the right to use 
timber upon the land for props and scaffolding, and they could dispose of waste in whatever 
manner they saw fit (including poisoning the water supplies of the current owners). For all 
intents and purposes, the contract ensured that the rights of the current owner were subservient to 
the rights of the company, and the company was not liable for any negative effects upon its 
inhabitants (Ibid.). After World War I, many companies began to re-examine their titles to 
timberlands, and realized that many Borderlanders did not have a legal claim to the land on 
which they lived and they drove many impoverished Appalachians out of their homesteads via 
litigation (Ibid.). 
In the burgeoning years of the twentieth century, coal became the dominant export of 
Appalachia, and Appalachian culture re-centered itself around this growing industry. Numerous 
coal towns sprang up around the mines. It was during this time that the populations of Black 
Americans and immigrants from Central America, Asia, and Europe grew considerably (Caudill, 
1963). Most Borderlanders, in their isolation, had never interacted with a large group of People 









enforced order and kept work gangs heterogenous and continuously-toiling (Ibid.). Here, 
additional strands of musical traditions became woven in the soundplace of Appalachia. Indeed, 
this is the period that the “songcatchers” began their most-fervent travels throughout Appalachia 
(see III. Appalachian Music). 
Throughout the first few decades of the twentieth century, these mining corporations 
became organizations of considerable political and economic clout. They paid mine workers in 
company scrip, which only held value at company stores and retailers. If a worker was short of 
scrip, said retailer would offer the item on credit, with an excessive interest rate (Caudill, 1963). 
Many mine workers were satisfied with the arrangements; they had lived in a much starker 
poverty than the rest of the white South and considered themselves the pinnacle of financial 
success. However, a growing body of workers expressed their dissent both loudly and suddenly. 
Enter the labor unions, whose small presence now would be of vital importance during the 
postwar, pre-Depression coal boom of the 1920s (Ibid.). The unions entered a bloody conflict 
with the mining companies, the Labor Wars, in which private paramilitary forces for the 
companies slaughtered numerous protesters (Ibid.). However, it should be noted that this strife 
was not only endemic to Appalachia, and was also present in the Deep South (Cash, 1991) and 
the Far West (Woodard, 2014).  
During the 1920s, a piece of legislature quickly transformed the distrustful relationship 
between Borderlanders and the federal government: the Prohibition Amendment. Long used as 
non-fiat currency and considered both a staple of diet and culture, Appalachia whiskey quickly 
transformed from mainstay to contraband. The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) sent a vast force 









recalls the continued use of the term “revenuer” as a title for any disruptive or intrusive 
representative of a local, state, or federal government. The intense conflict between cultural 
edifice and federal intervention became known colloquially as the “moonshine wars” and were a 
constant and violent affair until the repeal of Prohibition (Ibid.). Both the battles over moonshine 
and mining were highly influential in the shaping of the musical history of Appalachia. 
The Great Depression and subsequent decades caused an exodus of immigrants and 
People of Color from Appalachia. During the mining booms, Appalachia had a large, ethnically-
integrated population in the workforce. By the end of the depression, the number of non-white, 
recent non-immigrant Borderlanders dwindled, with few remaining behind (Sapperwhite, 2013; 
Caudill, 1963). This exodus continued throughout War War II, the Civil Rights Movement, and 
the end of the Cold War (Sapperwhite, 2013). It is only since the 1980s that this trend has 
reversed, corresponding with an influx of Hispanic and Latinx Americans throughout the South 
(Thompson, 2014). By the end of the Depression, a vast majority of the Borderlanders were 
unemployed and required federal assistance (Caudill, 1963). The coal industry will never again 
reach the heights of its early-century boom, and it continues to shrink amongst smaller booms, 
leaving behind unstable ground, permanently-dis/abled laborers, toxic waste, and the removal of 
mountaintops (Sapperwhite, 2013). Indeed, the coal industry’s next boom was a short peak at the 
end of World War II, but this downturned quickly with decreased demand. In response, the 
1950s featured the advent of strip mining, destroying vast swathes of land for the sake of 
dwindling coal supply. This effectively forced not only the destruction of the environment, but 









1963). The lowlands of the Appalachians were not rich in coal and consistently have worked as a 
manufacturing economy (“Economy”, 2015). 
The Civil Rights movement also brought sudden and rapid change for Appalachia, the 
Deep South, and the Tidewater region. Although the transition to integration went smoother in 
Appalachia and Tidewater region relatively compared to the Deep South, it led to a further 
entrenchment of the “private Protestant” worldview, a parallel to the religious revivals after 
Reconstruction (Woodard, 2011). This further fueled the people of the South for a desire to tear 
down the boundaries of Church and State (as flimsy as they already are) and gave a public 
relations-supported pulpit for the message of white supremacy (Ibid.). As the twenty-first century 
approached, the influence of racism in Appalachia waxed and waned. Although white 
Appalachians maintained the subtle forms of racism, outright racial violence decreased.  
However, the most significant repercussion of the Civil Rights Movement for the white 
Appalachian was the War on Poverty. Suddenly, Appalachia’s relative poverty combined with its 
whiteness became the cause célèbre of Lyndon B. Johnson (Woodard, 2011; Caudill, 1963). 
Suddenly, images of poor white Borderlanders filled the television screens and the minds of the 
public. The prominent myth of “Shakespearean English” entered the national spotlight 
(Montgomery, 1998). Scientific study was devoted to the white Borderlander, such as the 
excessively-offensive Appalachia's Children: The Challenge of Mental Health by D.H. Looff 
(1971). Such scrutiny increasingly isolated the white Appalachians further inward, and by the 













 However, Appalachia has once again come forward into the spotlight, associated with its 
support of fascist-conservative candidate Donald Trump. J.D. Vance’s Hilbilly Elegy: A Memoir 
of a Family and Culture in Crisis (2016) became a bestseller upon its release and was 
conveniently accepted as a “cure-all” for understanding the mind of the Appalachian voter 
(Hutton, 2019). However, a considerable scholarly response had been gathered in response to 
Vance’s work and sudden placement as “consultant” on Appalachia. Appalachian Reckoning: A 
Region Responds to Hillbilly Elegy, edited by Anthony Harkins and Meredith McCarroll, 
gathered together scholarly responses towards the falsehoods Vance’s text represents. A 
considerable outcry has been over Vance’s actual relationship to Appalachia; although his 
parents and grandparents were from Appalachia, he spent his entire life in urban Dayton, Ohio 
and then became a hedge fund manager in California (Catte, 2018). Furthermore, Vance follows 
a long tradition of a monolithic white Appalachia; one that is increasingly blatantly false (Ibid.). 
Thus, Appalachia and its Borderlanders of all forms are beginning to rattle their sabers and 
distance themselves from their traditional images of “white trash welfare queens” (Ibid.). (It 
must be stated that the author also had an incredibly visceral reaction to his reading of Vance’s 
work; there was a considerable amount of swearing, spitting, and back-and-forth pacing 
throughout the text.) 
 In addition to the outcry against false representations, the ethnic composition of 
Appalachia and the South as a whole is rapidly changing. Increased populations of Black, 
Hispanic, Latinx, and Asian Americans are growing in urban centers. From these centers, their 









importantly Appalachia—is becoming more diverse throughout (Thompson, 2014). Considerable 
political resistance is drawing forth from Appalachia, resisting the white-supremacist, 
heteronormative, patriarchal, Christian-conservative hegemony of the region (Catte, 2018). 
Appalachia is rumbling again—not with the sound of strip mining, but with an angry, resistive 
spirit, made up of diverse folks from throughout the region. It is in this angry, iconoclastic spirit 



























“The Kentucky mountain dulcimer is not a music instrument. It is a 
regional curiosity.” 
—Editor of The Dictionary of Musical Terms in a letter to children’s 












III. Appalachian Music 
 
A History of Appalachian Music 
Historical Themes 
 It should now be apparent that the history of Appalachia has several broad themes: 
exploitation, violence, resistance to outside influence, and resistance to change. The history of 
Appalachian music is an undercurrent of these ongoing themes, integrating new streams into its 
body when a dramatic event occurs: the expulsion of indigenous peoples, the influx of 
immigration of Ulster Scots, the horrors of slavery, the U.S. Civil War and Reconstruction, the 
coal booms and busts, the Civil Rights movement, the War on Poverty, and most recently, the 
tumultuous post-9/11 era. Armed with an understanding of the recent history of Appalachia, one 
can now understand its music in context. 
 
Historic Influences on Appalachian Music 
 The indigenous Cherokee inhabitants have maintained a unique strain of Appalachian 
music, but one whose music tradition did not diffuse across cultural barriers (Thompson, 2006). 
The instruments used by the Cherokee—drums, flutes, and rattles—were not assimilated into the 
white musical traditions; a possible hypothesis for this is the connections of this music to sacred 
and religious events. Indigenous rituals and ceremonies were outlawed and suppressed (Ibid.). 
Furthermore, Cherokee songs are particular to individuals and specific contexts; singing a song 
out of place is considered to cause misfortune (Ibid.). However, Cherokee persons today 
continue to practice their indigenous forms of music, along with variations of the other 









 Enslaved Africans and their descendants influenced Appalachian music considerably. 
West African persons brought over the predecessors of the banjo and guitar—known as a ngoni 
or banjar, among other names—with their enslavement (Hay, 2003), including into the 
household of Tidewater gentry Thomas Jefferson (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). The simplest banjars 
were formed of a flat-necked gourd, a head of skin, and a short thumb string (Ibid.). These Black 
Americans integrated fiddling into the repertoires as well, creating a small loop of influence with 
white musicians: white fiddlers would play, Black musicians would hear this music and would 
then reinterpret it through an African musical lens (usually though syncopation and changing 
rhythm), and white musicians would hear this and then perform it in the Black-developed style 
(Ibid.). From these meetings come a key feature of Appalachian music: a contrasted, but not 
blended sound. Arguably, this could be considered one of the earliest “meeting grounds” for the 
exchange of ideas across racial lines (Hay, 2003). 
 By the time the Scots-Irish crossed over into the Appalachians, they already encountered 
Black Appalachian (now known as “Affrilachian”) musicians with banjos, fiddles, and guitars, 
and a full repertoire of songs, to boot (Ritchie and Orr, 2014).  The Ulster Scots’ European 
dependency on melody combined to form the “modern” banjo: five-stringed, open-backed, and 
framed with a wooden hoop (Thompson, 2006; Ritchie and Orr, 2014). The Scotch-Irish also 
appropriated a distinct performance style from these Affrilichian musicians: the clawhammer 
technique. Considered an iconic Appalachian style of “thumping” the banjo while playing, this is 
currently the preferred playing style for country music icon Dolly Parton (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). 
However, it has only been recently that Affrilachan and other African Americans have reclaimed 









mode of entertainment, including the on-stage performance of the banjo. Now associated with 
this racist caricature, the banjo was separated from African American music (Ibid.). The guitar, 
made affordable and easily accessible by mail-order catalogs in the early twentieth century, 
became the Affrilachian instrument of choice (Ibid.). Most significantly to the interest of this 
study however is the influence of the griot traditions brought over by those enslaved; it is 
considered that a possible origin of the use of string instruments to accompany the ballads in an 
Africanism (Thompson, 2006). 
 The Ulster Scots who migrated into the region brought with them other musical 
traditions, some of which changed only slightly over time. The wagoner trains of Scotch-Irish 
immigrants from the East coast brought with them sean-nós style (Gaelic for “old style”, making 
the English usage a tautology), a typically unaccompanied style of delivery, sung alone, featuring 
a detached manner of delivery (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). Indeed, the sean-nós is one of the most 
significant features of the Appalachian ballads, and it can create an unsettling and dramatic effect 
upon those unattuned to it (Hamessley, 2005). They also brought with them the scheitholt, a 
German zither borrowed from the immigrants in the Midlands, which they modified towards 
their own musical tastes (Ritchie and Orr, 2014; Smith, 2016). The final product, the mountain 
dulcimer, became one of the iconic instruments of the Appalachian region (see The Mountain 
Dulcimer). They also carried with them their own repertoire of songs from Europe—ballads and 
otherwise—some of which predated the 1400s (Meredith, 2011). The music of these immigrants, 
absorbing the streams of the other culture present in the region, became the dominant form of 









 Throughout the twentieth century, the face of Appalachian music changed quickly and 
dramatically. Country music, Bluegrass, and folksongs became objects of public consumption. 
Originally country music for both black and white performers featured minimal differences; 
however, by concentrated efforts of the music industry in the early twentieth century, these two 
categories were separated into “race music” and “hillbilly” music (Nunn, 2015). This constricted 
the previous cross-cultural exchanges of music that had existed from the influx of Scots-Irish 
immigrants into Appalachia (Thompson, 2006). This, coupled with the early twentieth-century 
collections of the songcatchers, provided the foundation for an overarching narrative of 
Appalachian music as a monolithic white entity. 
 
The Songcatchers and Racial Hegemony 
 By the end of the nineteenth century, a growing body of folklorists and scholars were 
aware of the existence of pre-colonial European ballads and songs in the Appalachians. Cecil 
Sharp and Maud Kapeles, scholars of music from England, began to travel through the 
mountains of Appalachia in the summers of 1916 to 1918, collecting and recording songs. Sharp 
was already known as a proponent of the English folk dancing revival in England and as a 
prominent collector of English folk songs and dances when he arrived looking for work in the 
United States (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). He and Kapeles, a fellow scholar who shared his passion, 
recorded performances and took meticulous notes on each song. After Sharp’s death in 1924, 
Kapeles edited and published his work posthumously (Ibid.). Although Sharp was not the first 
songcatcher to travel the Appalachian region, he was the most influential. Other songcatchers 
throughout Appalachia included Bascom Lamar Lunsford, Dorothy Scarborough, John Jacob 









work; they “nobly discovered” historical artifacts “untouched by time” that cemented the 
connections between the Appalachian region and pre-industrial Europe. 
 Sadly, the motivations (conscious or otherwise) and methods of the songcatchers were far 
from noble. It begins with the seeds planted by Sharp’s predecessor, Francis James Child (for 
whom the Child Ballads are named). Perhaps the most-famous ballad collector as of now, Child 
published The English and Scottish Ballads in five volumes from 1882 to 1889. The collection is 
nearly 3000 pages, with variants and commentaries of 305 ballads. Child’s motivation to collect 
ballads was a Nationalist-Romantic desire to create an anthology equivalent to a national epic of 
England (Niles and Long, 1986). Numerous folksongs were pruned from the collection for more 
tragic and archaic texts. The context of the ballads were stripped away and the texts were seen as 
more crucial than the people who sang them (Ibid.). Effectively, Child disregarded the fact of 
balladry as a living and evolving form of folklife (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). 
 Already seeded with Child’s ideas for song-collection, Sharp had a flawed foundational 
method for collecting and editing his collections, but additional elements problematize his 
collection further. Sharp was a member of the arts and crafts movement, which sought to look at 
pre-industrial forms of living to use in modern life. His understandings of folk songs were 
products of the Victorian era in which he lived, influenced by the scientific framework of 
Darwinian evolution. His aesthetics were founded in nationalist agendas; he sought pre-
industrial, pre-Christian texts (Rosenberg, 2007). Sharp assumed that the character of a “true” 
folksong was marked by a melody shaped by an absence of harmonic principles; these were 
supposed to represent pre-Renaissance music forms (Ibid.). For example, when he encountered 









(Ibid.). These terms are still attached to the modes of playing the mountain dulcimer and can 
make it difficult to new players.  
Sharp’s motivation and foundations for song-collecting were flawed but his methods 
further complicate the picture. Sharp was a vocal racist and refused to acknowledge the 
contributions of non-white singers (Hay, 2003). One of the identifying features of Appalachian 
music is, in Sharp’s own words, “the habit of dwelling arbitrarily upon certain notes of the 
melody, generally, the weakest accents. This practice, which is almost universal, by disguising 
the rhythm and breaking up the monotonous regularity of the phrases produces an effect of 
improvisation and freedom from rule which is very pleasing” (quoted in Hay, 2003). This feature 
is prevalent throughout multiple forms of African American music and West African music, and 
it is from this cultural exchange that it appears in Appalachian music. Yet Sharp was both 
incapable and unwilling to acknowledge the contributions of Affrilachians (Hay, 2003). Sharp 
also consistently ignored Scotch-Irish connections as a potential source of these ballads; 
fundamentally, his desire was to preserve “Englishness” and omitted a great number of non-
English yet fundamentally European songs (Kader, 2014). 
Which leads to the blight at the fundamental root of the songcatchers: the purpose of 
these collections of folksongs was to promote a white, ethno-nationalist agenda both in the 
United States and abroad. The mentality of the songcatchers is consistent with that of the 
Progressive Era (Ostendorf, 2004). (By extension, the Bank Street School for Children was also 
founded consistent with this mentality.) This is representative of a strong desire to promote 
Anglo-Saxon purity by ignoring other historical sources of folk tradition and newer hybrid 









work; in Sharp’s own words, the folksong “is essentially a communal as well as a racial product. 
The natural musical idiom of a nation will, therefore, be found in its purest and most 
unadulterated form in its folk music” (quoted in Kader, 2014). Immigration, coupled with the 
segregation of Appalachia and the South, antagonized the songcatchers into seeking notions of 
purity and redemption in the past (Ostendorf, 2004). For “ethnic purity”-seeking songcatchers 
such as Sharp and Alan Lomax, ballads serve as means to transmit a racial heritage (Nunn, 
2015). Hence, there is a significant need to disconnect and reclaim these ballads from their use  
as tools of enforcing ethnic-nationalist ideologies. 
 
The Mountain Dulcimer 
 The mountain dulcimer is a member of the family of zithers, but the mountain dulcimer is 
not hammered like its near kin, the hammered dulcimer (Reck and Reck, 1977). The instrument 
is set crosswise across the lap, with the peg-stock (the tuning end of the dulcimer) on the side of 
the non-dominant hand. A small, light object—traditionally a quill, bone, knitting needle, or 
index finger—runs up and down the fretboard. This is called a “noter” and is used to change the 
pitch of the instrument. Light pressure is applied to the strings in order to change the note. The 
dominant hand is used to pick, pluck, or strum, with or without a physical pick (Seeger, 1958). 
Unlike its relatives, the dulcimer is diatonic as opposed to chromatic, unlike most instruments; 
between each note is two half-steps of pitch as opposed to one (Smith, 2016). Regional variants 
abound for the dulcimer. The Virginia style (a misnomer; it is also found in Tennessee) then 
widens out to a single point mid-body, and narrows back down to the tip, with numerous 
decorative and individual variations. The hourglass style (the author’s personal style of dulcimer) 









 The origins of this unique instrument are somewhat unclear. It is undeniably related to  
the scheitholt, brought to Pennsylvania by German immigrants in the eighteenth century (Smith, 
2016). During the immigration waves of Ulster Scots, they were brought into contact with the 
German communities (Woodard, 2011) and the instrument was adopted by the Scots-Irish. The 
exact transition between scheitholt and dulcimer is unknown; several hypotheses and transitional 
instruments have been found throughout the Appalachian region, but there is still considerable 
debate about how they ended up as the mountain dulcimer (Smith, 2016). 
 The dulcimer functions well in the Early Childhood classroom. Strumming and droning 
serve as simple exercises in rhythm and technique and can be used with even the youngest of 
musicians. The purpose of the mountain dulcimer in the study of Appalachian ballads is twofold: 
this ease of use makes the musical accompaniment component of balladry more accessible to all, 
and it is the traditional instrument used to accompany such ballads. 
 
Ballads and Balladeering 
Features of the Appalachian Ballads 
 The ballads of Appalachia are a broad body of folksongs in which action is dramatized 
from the beginning to end (Hamessley, 2005). Ballads are by no means an art form endemic to 
Appalachia, nor are they a completely ancient one. The corpus of ballads in Appalachia overlaps 
with the corrido ballads of Central American and the Western United States (Duvall-Irwin, 
2016), and new ballads are written and traditional ballads are reinterpreted (Hamessley, 2005). 
Ballads present their tales in a narrative mode, with several key characteristics: an efficient 
climactic structure that only shows significant events, a dispassionate, nonjudgmental delivery 









patterns, and a formulaic group of phrases that in shares in common with other song in the same 
regional tradition (Pettitt, 1994). The transmission of ballads and their relationship to older 
versions of the same ballad is mitigated by three factors: a repetitive stanzaic or melodic 
structure, how the performer reproduces it from memory, and the circumstances of social 
performance (Ibid.). 
 Appalachian ballads present their own variations on these themes. These ballads are 
usually accompanied with a music instrument and are sung in the sean-nós style (Ritchie and 
Orr, 2014), the Irish variation of the dispassionate delivery. This form of delivery can unsettle 
those who listen to it, especially when used for songs that feature descriptions of graphic 
violence; listeners may interpret this as a noncommittal acceptance of the content of the ballad 
(Hamessley, 2005). Ballads in Appalachia frequently use a five-tone pentatonic scale, giving it a 
distinct sound compared to other heptatonic works (Ritchie and Orr, 2014). The singer is widely 
considered subservient to the song, that it is a presentation of a story rather than a performance 
(Hamessley, 2005). Prominent topics in Appalachia include struggle, parting, loss, and—the true 
American innovation in balladry—murder (Ritchie and Orr, 2015). 
 
The Perils and Pitfalls of Ballad Selection 
 It is an inescapable fact that, when selecting ballads for personal reading or, in this case, 
sharing with a classroom, someone within the ballad is very much likely to die. This may be a 
death via a broken heart, an incurable illness, a guilty soul, or murder. Murder ballads have been 
found in every state in the South (Hutson, 1996). The purposes of a murder ballad are many. For 
one, it served as a way of conveying information; many famous murder ballads (“Pretty Polly”, 









(Underwood and Parris, 2004). Secondly, they served as a communal warning to both women 
and men. For women, the violent acts of murder served as a gruesome reminder of social codes 
and what happens if they are violated (Hutson, 1996; Tatar, 2015).  For men, they served as a 
reminder of their limits; in a society that allowed white men complete control over every other 
group, there were limits to what was acceptable in their role as oppressor (Underwood and 
Parris, 2004). 
 In this case, if death and murder are inescapable facts of balladry, how can one perform 
(and read and teach) these ballads? One of the purposes of this study is to reclaim the ballads and 
dismantle the oppressive structures around them, including racism and patriarchy. Although the 
simplest solution is to never perform or interact with these ballads, one cannot ignore the 
powerful effect they have. These texts represent two hundred or more years of history and 
culture of their “authors” and by doing so, one ignores the emotional and cultural significance 
they have for listeners and performers (Hamessley, 2005). The resisting performance of a ballad 
requires disrupting the detached position of the performer and suggesting “the possibility that 
Appalachian is not automatically a place where violence and misogyny are accepted. Indeed, 
such a resisting performance belies that stereotype” (Ibid.). Furthermore, a ballad that subverts 
patriarchy does not just place a “good” woman against a “bad” man but should put a woman or 
resistive figure against an oppressive social structure (Tatar, 2015). With this in mind, one 
should not be afraid of selecting texts that feature death or tragic themes, as it does not deny the 
cultural significance of these ballads, and it allows the reader (or, in this case, the students) to 











What follows is a brief list of ballads taken from three collections from Kentucky, the 
author’s home state. Although they have been found to be to the author’s taste in terms of 
resisting performances (Hamelessly, 2005), it is up to the reader to make the final decision. It 
should be noted that some ballads are variations of other recommended songs found in other 
collections; it would be against the spirit of balladry for it to be otherwise. 
Jean Ritchie’s Kentucky Mother Goose by Jean Ritchie and Susan Brumfield (2015) 
● “The Hunting Tale” 
● “Who Killed Cock Robin?” 
 
The Ballad Book of John Jacob Niles by John Jacob Niles (1961) 
● “Barbara Allen” 
● “King William's Son” 
● “Lady Ishbel and her Parrot” 
● “Lord Bateman” 
● “Lord Thomas and Fair Ellender” 
● “Old Bangum” 
● “Patrick Spenser” 
● “Piri-miri-dictum Domini” 
● “The Green Grave, or The Restless Dead” 
● “The Riddle Song” 
● “Willie McGee McGaw” 
 
In the Pine: Selected Kentucky Folk Songs by Leonard Roberts (1978) 
● “Barbery Allen” 
● “Frog Went A-Courtin'” 
● “House Carpenter” 
● “Joe California” 
● “Lonesome Dove” 
● “Lord Thomas” 
● “Man of Constant Sorrow” 
● “O Molly Dear” 
● “Perrie Merrie Dixie Domine” 
● “Pris'ner at the Bar” 
● “The Elf In Knight” 
● “The King's Daughters” 

























“Oh where be ye going? 
Said the knight on the road. 
“I be going to school,” 
Said the boy as he stood. 
 
And he stood and he stood 
And ’twas well that he stood. 
“I be going to school,” 
Said the boy as he stood. 










IV. Curriculum Design and Implementation 
 
Pedagogical Methods 
 The ballad study presented here consists of three phases: Building Context and 
Introducing Storytelling, a repeated cycle of the Application of New Knowledge and the 
Exploration of Music, and a culmination of Performance and Publishing. At the end of every 
phase, there is a dedicated time for Self-Reflection on Learning. The end goal is for every student 
to have a repertoire of at least one self-made ballad and to have performed or published it for an 
audience. This curriculum is multidisciplinary, weaving together threads of literary analysis, 
social studies, music, writing and composition, storytelling, handcrafts, and public 
speaking/performance. The curriculum is indebted to the poetry studies of Georgia Heard (1999), 
the writing workshop  model of Ralph Fletcher (2017), the storytelling curriculum of Patsy 
Cooper (1993) and her predecessor Vivian Paley (1990), and the Foxfire Approach (Smith, 
2016). 
 The Foxfire Approach is a pedagogical model originally from Elliot Wigginton, who 
began teaching students in rural Appalachian Georgia in the 1960s. By 1987, the first draft of its 
Core Practices, the central tenets on which it operates, were formulated by Wigginton (Smith, 
2016). Although Wigginton has been severed from the movement due to criminal charges, the 
Foxfire Fund continues to promote this pedagogy and modifies it based on current trends of 
research (Ibid.). The Foxfire Approach shares many of the same interests in Progressive 
education as Bank Street; Wigginton was inspired and informed by John Dewey’s writings in the 
creation of his pedagogy (Starnes, 1999). Foxfire has shown to correspond with positive 









learning style, and emphasis on self-determination (Ensminger and Dangel, 1992). The eleven 
Core Practices are, quoted from Smith (2016): 
1. The Work Teachers and Learners Do Together Is Infused from the Beginning 
with Learner Choice, Design, and Revision. 
2. The Academic Integrity of the Work Teachers and Learners Do Together is Clear 
3. The Role of the Teacher Is That of Facilitator and Collaborator 
4. The Work Is Characterized by Active Learning 
5. Peer Teaching, Small Group Work, and Teamwork Are All Consistent Features of 
Classroom Activities 
6. There is an Audience beyond the Teacher for Learner Work 
7. New Activities Spiral Gracefully out of the Old, Incorporating Lessons Learned 
from Past Experiences, Building on Skills and Understandings That Can Now Be 
Amplified 
8. Reflection Is an Essential Activity That Takes Place at Key Points Throughout the 
Work 
9. Connections between the Classroom Work, the Surrounding Communities, and 
the World beyond the Community Are Clear 
10. Imagination and Creativity Are Encouraged in the Completion of Learning 
Activities 
11. The Work Teachers and Learners Do Together Includes Rigorous, Ongoing 
Assessment and Evaluation 
 
These practices inform this ballad study, both directly and indirectly.  
 
Learning Trajectory 
 The first phase, Building Context and Introducing Storytelling is meant to introduce 
meaningful context about modern and historic Appalachia, along with its music and the ballads 
themselves. It is also meant to provide students with an emerging interest in storytelling or, if 
such an interest is present, provide additional means of exploration and refinement of their 
storytelling skills. This is accomplished through a Literature Study, a Storytelling Workshop, and 
an Introduction to Appalachian Music, ending with a moment of self-reflection. 
 The second phase is broken into two parts: the Application of New Knowledge and the 









gained via active learning through an in-depth Poetry Study and an ongoing Writing Workshop, 
which is then applied to the process of exploring music. By exploring the principles of music 
through Building a Mountain Dulcimer and Learning the Fundamentals of Playing the Dulcimer, 
this can be applied to the way one write’s their ballad in the workshop and highlights the musical 
elements of poetry. After several cycles, as the student refines their ballad repertoire and musical 
accompaniment, they can choose to move to the next phase when they are ready, pausing briefly 
for self-reflection on their learning. 
 The last phase completes the ballad study as the student begins the process of 
Performance and Publishing. Students choose the way they wish to “perform” their finished 
and polished ballad, whether through bookmaking, video or audio recordings, live performances, 
dramatization, or another method of the student’s choosing. This ends with a final self-reflection 
on the student’s overall learning throughout the entire curriculum. 
 
Concerning Inclusion 
 This curriculum was written for a general education classroom with English-speaking 
students falling within a typical developmental continuum. Therefore, modifications for 
emerging multilingual students or children with developmental variations are included with each 
component. Poetry exposes learners to the aesthetic functions of language, but also has to cross 
barriers of cultural context when read by English language learners (Elting and Firkins, 2006).  
However, this study, with its focus on Appalachian balladry, requires English speakers to cross 
those barriers as well, and thus has potential for multilingual connections through linguistic and 
semantic cognates or children’s exposure to poetic forms in their own families or community 









comprehension, social connections with the text and other readers, and extended listening 
(Westgate Pesola, 2008). Furthermore, the study of poetry does not require a complete mastery 
of all its elements; by processing the emotions within oneself and the connecting with others, 
poetry transitions readers from literal meaning to inferential, figurative comprehension (Ibid.).  
To include all learners in this study, additional supports can be provided. 
 The first support is access to clear, concrete examples that illustrate the difference 
between poetry and narrative (Banks, 2017). Such instruction could be considered “previewing” 
the topic of poetry. The skill to differentiate between poetry and prose is by no means innate and 
requires scaffolding for those with language differences (Ibid.). By offering these supports before 
the study begins or at the beginning of the ballad study, a firm foundation is already present for 
students with language differences. 
 Furthermore, Hess (2011) describes a “questionnaire” of open-ended questions to help 
readers flesh out their experience of the poem. These can be separated into two categories, 
Character and Setting. These are asked during the reading of the poem to support the acquired 
skills of internal visualization (Ibid.). Many of the ballads lack highly-specific details—such as 
the region, the clothes characters wear, or even who is currently speaking. Visualizing these 
details requires additional scaffolding, and these questions provide an excellent framework to 













● Who is “talking to us” in the poem? 
● Who are the characters in the poem? 
● Where are they? 
● Why are they there? 
● How do they look? 
● What do they say? 
● How do they affect the storyline of the poem? 
Setting 
● Where are we as readers? 
● Does the poet tell us specifically or do we have to imagine the place? 
● Are we inside or outside, or somewhere else altogether? 
● What kind of light do we have? 
● What is the mood of the place? 
● What objects do we see? 
Figure 1: Open-ended Questions for Visualization 
 
 Such discussion is also supported by the use of graphic organizers and “chunking” 
(Westgate Pesola, 2008). Graphic organizers provide concrete frameworks to scaffold the 
learning of students and benefit all students. Venn diagrams allow students to explore the 
overlaps between text and reader. For example, a diagram of “What the Poet Says/Feels” and 
“What I Say/Feel” (Ibid) provides explicit instruction of text-to-self connections.  Chunking 
allows students to group together relevant pieces of information and it builds metacognitive 
awareness of one’s own learning (Ibid.). For example, by chunking the concepts of rhyming, 
rhythm, and repetition as “poem music”, the student has created a category from which to 
remember these concepts. This chunking can also be supported by the use of graphic organizers 
(Ibid.).  
 Lastly, students with language differences are supported by the transition from merely 









author’s exact meaning (which is almost-irrelevant in the study of ballads) to a personal 
interpretation and embodiment of the poem. By reading a poem, scripting it, and then performing 
it for others, additional layers of meaning and interpretation are expanded beyond prosody and 
grammatical features (Ibid.). Narrative poems are especially fit for such dramatization, with 




Phase I: Building Context and Introducing Storytelling 
Literature Study 
 It is highly likely that for a large body of seven- to eight-year-old students, very few, if 
any, have heard the term “ballad”. Furthermore, it is even less likely that those that have heard of 
it understand it in an Appalachian context, even if they are from Appalachia. The region itself is 
also unlikely to be well known unless one’s students are already Appalachian. Most students’ 
knowledge could be drawn from media interpretations, which continue to transmit the Five 
Myths of Appalachian Exceptionalism (see Appalachian History and Culture, Why Teach 
Appalachia?) described by Sapperwhite (2013). Therefore, it is key when selecting Appalachian 
literature to use these five myths as a framework for selecting texts to study. 
 One pitfall of searching for texts about Appalachia, especially fiction, is the dangerous 
path of dialect. Frequently, texts are written in literary dialect, the attempt of a writer to represent 
a specific variation of a language in their writing (Ellis, 2013). This is not an accurate 
reproduction of a dialect, but rather a marker for difference. Indeed, since the nineteenth century, 
the writing of Appalachian, Southern white, or African American dialects have been used a tool 









to inform stereotypes (Ibid.). If a source is written in eye dialect, with unconventional phonemic 
spelling to indicate a lack of fluency on the part of a narrator (Ibid.), use it sparingly at worst and 
not at all at best. Dialect can be conveyed by word choice without the need for eye dialect (Ibid.). 
Group Reading Independent Reading 
Fiction Nonfiction Fiction Nonfiction 
● Chapters 1 and 2 
from Rebecca 
Caudill’s Tree of 
Freedom (1947) 
● Chapters 1 and 2 
from Jean 
Ritchie’s Singing 
Family of the 
Cumberlands 
(1955) 




● Shutta Crum’s My 
Mountain Song 
(2004) 
● Gwyneth Swan’s 
I Wonder as I 
Wander (2003) 
● Raymond Bial’s 
Mist Over the 
Mountains: 
Appalachia and 
It’s People (1997) 
● Cynthia Rylant’s 
When I Was 
Young in the 
Mountains (1985) 
and Appalachia: 
The Voices of 
Sleeping Birds 
(1991) 
Figure 2: Prose Selections for the Literature Study 
 
The prose selections in Figure 1 provide a sample spread of multiple levels of text to 
build context, not just about Appalachia, but the purpose and history of its music. Caudill’s Tree 
of Freedom (1947) and Ritchie’s Singing Family of the Cumberlands (1955) are slightly more 
difficult then the average second-grade text, hence their inclusion as texts for guided group 
reading. Caudill’s work is a somewhat-romanticized story of a colonial family settling in 
Kentucky during the American Revolution (1947); although it sometimes slips into eye dialect, 
the text overall has a place in the curriculum for several reasons. Tree of Freedom’s protagonist, 
Stephanie, is a member of the Venables family that travels into Kentucky from the Carolinas, 
providing context for why white colonists moved into Kentucky. The protagonist’s brother, 









Sweet Trinity” (variations of which are listed above in Appalachian Music, Recommended 
Ballads). This provides context for the use of the dulcimer, the purpose of ballads in Appalachia, 
and the historic experiences of Appalachians. 
Complementing this is Ritchie’s text, an autobiography from her childhood to adulthood 
(1955). The first two chapters describe the storytelling and singing traditions of her incredibly 
musical family (her father was a frequent interviewee of the songcatchers) and the place ballads 
in her life even as a small child. The text is not too difficult to read and is interspersed with sheet 
music; it’s written in a dialect conveyed via lexicon and imagery than eye dialect. This text 
builds context around modern usage of the ballads, their potential for personal connections, and 
the life of a child in Appalachia. 
The independent texts allow students to build context on their own and are written at a 
level consistent with second graders. The fiction texts are meant to enmesh a student in the 
emotional context of Appalachian music. Crum’s My Mountain Song (2004) and Justus’s Barney 
Get Your Banjo (1959) display Appalachian music as both a personal and communal affair. 
These texts are meant to provide information about the social and emotional implications of 
Appalachian music. Furthermore, Swan’s I Wonder as I Wander (2003) explains the origin of a 
popular Appalachian-Christian hymn with fictional embellishment. Through this text, students 
can gather information on the formation of a song, where it comes from, and what importance it 
has for oneself and others. 
The selected independent nonfiction texts provide explicit factual data about Appalachia 
and, in the case of Rylant’s When I Was Young in the Mountains (1985), continues the theme of 









context; it is a broad survey of Appalachia, covering art, music, and other aspects of Appalachian 
culture. It also provides a succinct, developmentally-appropriate history of Appalachia from 
colonialization to the end of the twentieth century. Rylant’s Appalachia: The Voices of Sleeping 
Birds focuses on explaining the culture of Appalachia, with a focus on the social culture of its 
inhabitants. Ultimately, all of these prose selections provide a foundation from which a student 
can understand the context of the Appalachian ballads beyond the mere words of the text 
 
Group Reading Independent Reading 
Ballads Poems Ballads  Poems 
● “Barbara Allen” 
(Niles, 1961) 
● “Ballad” by 
Gerda Mayer 
● “Frog Went A-
Courtin’” 
(Roberts, 1968) 










● “The Owl and the 
Pussycat” by 
Edward Lear 




Figure 3: Balladry and Poetry Selections for the Literature Study 
 
 
In addition to the study of prose, building context for narrative poetry is crucial to 
understanding the ballads. “Barbara Allen” is an incredibly popular ballad, and numerous 
versions in contemporary music exist. It provides an excellent springboard for understanding 
several characteristics of the ballad: the tragic ending, the stanzaic form, and the continuous 
narrative of action. Introduced as a guided group reading, this text allows students to practice 
new knowledge upon three shorter, simpler ballads, “Frog Went A-Courtin’”, “Who Killed Cock 
Robin?”, and “The Riddle Song”.  The poems in this sample are taken from The Oxford Book of 









wide range of genres and reading levels. “Ballad” by Mayer shows a modern version of the 
traditional ballad form, and the three poems for independent reading are humorous and short 
counterparts to the somewhat somber ballads. Students can begin to form connections across 
sample texts, noticing similarities and differences, visualizing multiple types of imagery, and 
building exposure to meaningful poetry. 
 
Storytelling Workshop 
 Coupled with the Appalachian context-building study is the planting of an interest in 
storytelling. Although children engage in storytelling in what seems a “natural” fashion (Cooper, 
1993), it requires repeated practice to improve. Cooper’s model of dictation followed by 
dramatization (Ibid.) serves as an excellent framework for the workshop, even for older children. 
Story dictation relieves older children of the stresses of translating thought into writing and 
allows students to create a story at their own pace (Ibid.). The subsequent dramatization of the 
story allows students to see the explicit workings of the elements of literature: characterization, 
plot, and some figurative language (Ibid.). Most importantly for the study of balladry, however, 
is that this cycle of dictation and dramatization prepares students for the future task of publishing 
and performing their completed ballad. 
 
Classroom Introduction to Appalachian Music 
 The third method of supporting this new Appalachian context is to expose students to the 
music itself. Live recordings, albums, videos, and even in-class performances by trained 
musicians bring the subject of balladry to life. This can also be accomplished subtly, by merely 
changing the music for transitions and meetings or putting on a recording of Appalachian music 









Appalachia; bluegrass, gospel, and Sacred Harp singing are other representative forms that could 
be introduced. 
A particularly active and fun multisensory method of introducing Appalachian music is 
the use of the play-party in the classroom. During the revivals of the Reconstruction, dancing and 
non-sacred music became frowned upon. The play-party served to skirt this religious restriction; 
most play-party games are in fact older ballads and folksongs, and these events served as a point 
of transmission for these texts (Meredith, 2001). Play-party games refine musical skills, social 
skills, creativity and improvisation, and inquiry to history, culture, and language when 
introduced into the classroom (Howle, 1997). By using a whole-body approach of introducing 
Appalachian music, students have a chance to gain a personal connection to the region. 
 
 
Phase II, Part 1: Application of New Knowledge 
Poetry Study 
 By the end of the first phase, a considerable body of knowledge about Appalachia and 
ballads has been integrated into the classroom. However, instead of this new information 
stagnating, it must be put towards active learning (in accordance with Foxfire Practice 4). Poetry 
studies—not to be confused with the previous literature study—are deep-diving curricula that 
explore all aspects of poetry: craft, context, and form (Heard, 1999). This sort of in-depth study 
has shown to be incredibly helpful for students with developmental variations (Arenson and 
Kretschmer, 2010; Westgate Pesola, 2008) and emerging multilingual learners (Banks, 2017; 
Elting and Firkins, 2006; Wilfong, 2015). 
 Heard (1999) describes one form of poetry study known as the “unfolding bud”. A poem 









complex ballads lend themselves well to this form of study—this extended period of time allows 
the students to build a personal, in-depth connection with the poem (Ibid.). A sample week 
curriculum for the ballad “Lord Lovel” (Niles, 1961), a ballad dealing with “big feelings” of love 
and loss, might appear as such, 
 












Ask the students 
to focus on an 
image or event 
from the ballad 





in the media of 
their choice. 
Read “Lord 
Lovel” again, as 








Ask students to 
bring in or create 





Lovel” again, a 
final time, as a 









want to keep the 
poem with their 
writing materials 
or in their 
personal 
notebooks. 
Figure 4: Weekly “Unfolding Bud” Progression for the Ballad “Lord Lovel” 
  
 Another form of poetry study that exposes students to a wider range of subjects is that of 
a Self-Portrait Anthology (Heard, 1999). Given access to a variety of poetry collections and, in 
this study, a curated corpus of ballads, students pick the ones that resonate the most with them. 
These poetic self-portraits are then bound—physical or otherwise—in a Self-Portrait Anthology, 
a collection that represents multiple facets of the student (Ibid.). This selection allows students to 









 “Cracking open” is a colloquial term used by Heard (1999) to describe the process of 
breaking down poetry and exploring its constituent parts individually. Small “cracking open” 
groups provide an excellent place to focus on one aspect of a poem at a time. For example, the 
short ballad “Who Killed Cock Robin?” (Ritchie and Brumfield, 2015) provides excellent 
examples of the power of parallel structure, rhyme, and sequential accumulation within a poem. 
A “cracking open” group could select one of these aspects and explore it deeply within the 
confines of the ballad; for further learning, additional poems and ballads featuring the same 
element can be explored simultaneously to compare them. 
 
Writing Workshop 
 The writing workshop curriculum designed by Fletcher (2017) lends itself to the 
composition of ballads. Approximately an hour is given to writing; it begins with a mini-lesson 
for less than ten minutes, followed by a large block of 30 to 40 minutes of continuous writing, 
and ending with ten or more minutes of sharing time. Teachers either write during this time as 
well, or provide support during one-on-one conferences (Ibid.). This format allows student 
writers to focus on the most important aspect of the ballad study in Phase II: the  writing of the 
ballad itself. Students will be able to move at their own pace throughout the composition-
revision cycle, self-monitoring their progress with meaningful teacher input. It is important to 
note that although the end goal of the curriculum is a ballad, by no means should students be 
restricted to poesy only during these workshops. 
 Heard (1999) provides additional strategies for the mini-lesson portion of the workshop. 
By describing the elements of poetry as “tools” and sorting them into “toolboxes” for better 









(Ibid.); just as a carpenter, doctor, or chef has their own special tools, the poet also has a body of 
equipment they use to craft poetry. Heard (Ibid.) breaks poetry tools into two toolboxes, 
Meaning and Music. This idea provides a concrete, specific symbol for the abstract elements of 
poetry. The contents of each box are quoted below (Ibid.), 
 



















Figure 5: Poetry Toolboxes 
 
Furthermore, there are additional exercises to provide support in writing and thinking 
about poetry. Line starters, although they sometimes complicate prose writing, provide excellent 
inspiration for poetry; two useful line starters are “I am the person who…” and “Remember 
me…” (Graves, 1994). This allows the student to already have the shape of the poem in mind as 
they write. Heard (1999) uses the “room poem” as a combination of poetic form, graphic 
organizer, and record-keeping tool. Students focus on an image or memory that sticks with them 
in their mind and break it apart into four to six categories. These categories are then re-


























Figure 6: Sample Six-Room Poem Organizer 
 
For explorations of the way syllabication affects rhythm, Croft (2015) describes the strategy of 
translating a poem or song into a made-up language that uses one word for each number of 
syllables (such as the “Sausage language” consisting of “sausage” for two syllables and 
“sausages” for three). For example, the following translation is of the second verse of “The Elf In 
Knight” (Roberts, 1978; see Appendix E for full text) into the “Gummy Bear language”, 
English Gummy Bear 
Go tell her to buy me a cambric shirt, 
 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
And make it so fast she can’t see her own 
needle work, 
 
And she shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
Bear bear bear bear bear bear bear gum-my 
bear, 
Gum-gum-my, bear, gum-gum-my, bear bear, 
Bear bear bear bear bear bear bear bear bear 
bear gum-my bear, 
 
Bear bear bear bear bear bear gum-my bear 
bear 










This method provides a somewhat humorous way to explore the nuances of syllabication and 
rhythm.  
 
Phase II, Part 2: Exploration of Music 
Building a Mountain Dulcimer 
 How much more meaningful is one’s experience with an instrument if they build it with 
their own two hands? Until the mid-twentieth century, dulcimers were handmade or bought from 
dedicated luthiers (Smith, 2016; for an image of the author’s dulcimer, see Appendix D). Even 
Jean Ritchie’s dulcimer was crafted by famous Hindman, KY luthier Jethro Amburgey, who 
taught woodcraft at the Hindman Settlement School (Ibid.). (It is interesting to note that the 
Hindman Settlement School was one of the places Cecil Sharp and Maud Kapeles (see 
Appalachian Music, Historic Influences on Appalachian Music) collected numerous songs from 
(Stoddart, 2002).) By forging a personal connection with the instrument, students build (literally 
and figuratively) a body of knowledge about its care and use. As of the writing of this text, 
Backyard Music (https://www.backyardmusic.com/Welcome.html) provides affordably-priced 
kits for building dulcimers and other strings instruments (and a bulk school discount). Please 
note that, although the curriculum states explicitly the use of the mountain dulcimer, it is by no 
means that prescriptive. Any student can use any instrument they desire within the ballad study, 
so long as it is built and maintained by their own work. As Phase II of this curriculum cycles 
between Parts 1 and 2 before the final Performance and Publishing stage, if children should 













Learning the Fundamentals of Playing the Dulcimer 
 Once the dulcimer (or other instrument) has been built, the playing of music can begin. 
Castleberry (1994) describes a progression across grades for the learning of the mountain 
dulcimer from first to sixth grade. However, this model assumes that children would only be 
experiencing the dulcimer once a week, at most. Therefore, the author would use a slightly 
accelerated version of the dulcimer curriculum. In addition, elements from Hellman’s dulcimer 
method (2010) for self-teaching adults will also be integrated into the curriculum.  
First, the dulcimer is used as a method of introducing rhythm and techniques of 
strumming (Castleberry, 1994), and the second and fourth frets would be marked with stickers 
for ease. Students have the chance to experience different playstyles: picking or plucking, 
mellow or bite (distance of the pick or finger from the dulcimer’s bridge), strumming towards or 
away from the body, and using a noter or one’s fingers to modulate the pitch in simple ways 
(Hellman, 2010). If songs are to be used, the offhand (used for modulating pitch) should be used 
minimally (Castleberry, 1994). After this initial introduction, rhythm should become more 
complex and varied, integrating eighth- and sixteenth-notes (Ibid.). Then come simple melodies 
using only the first four frets (Ibid.); each song can be performed in two ways, melodically or 
harmonically (Hellman, 2010). By first performing the song harmonically, accompanied with 
song or a person playing the melody, students are given a “road map” of the song they are about 
to perform. By switching to playing melodically, the students use their knowledge from the 












Cycling through Parts 1 and 2 
 The skills and knowledge acquired in Part 1 should inform the musical practices of Part 
2, which should then inform the way that ballads and poems are composed in Part 1, and so on. 
By reflecting on what was learned in each part, students can learn how each element of the 
ballad—the poetic aspects and the musical aspects—intersect. Asking questions such as, “How 
can your dulcimer support that image in your ballad?” or “How are you going to reproduce the 
rhythm of your words when you play?” push students to reflect on the knowledge they’ve gained 
in both parts of this phase. It would be very surprising to the author if this cycle was only 
completed once; in fact, it is intended that this cycle be used as many times as necessary for each 
individual student. Some students may be ready to perform and publish by the second or third 
cycle, others may need five or more, and this repetitive, fluency-building process supports both 
of those learners. 
 
 
Phase III: Performance and Publishing 
 The final stage of this curriculum, and possible springboard for repeated iterations, is the 
selection of one ballad composed by the student to perform and publish. Why only one ballad? 
Fletcher (2017) describes a “hard lesson” for every writer: “Not everything should get 
published.” Some works might be incredibly personal, others may not be ready (or ever will be) 
for publication (Ibid.).  Indeed, a good understanding of the publishing process is “going public” 
with one’s writing (Ibid.) and this curriculum is designed to acknowledge this. Ballads, by their 
nature, are meant to be performed, but the definition of “performance” in this curriculum is very 
broad. Students may undergo the traditional act of public performance—one-on-one, with a 









music and narration, while peers re-enact the narrative. A live recording can be made of the 
ballad, with a teacher serving as a culturally-responsive “songcatcher”. The ballad can be 
transposed into the form of a book or illustrated poem and placed in the classroom library. 
Ultimately, how the student wishes to “go public” with this highly-emotional and personal work 




























Wife, wife, wife of the free, 
It’s she had bright boys three, 
And she sent them off to New York-a-ree 
To see what the world would be, 
To see what the world would be. 










V. Summary and Critical Reflection 
 
Working on this Integrating Master’s Project (IMP) has been a liberating experience for 
me. As described in my Personal Connections, this project combined four of my interests: 
addressing homesickness and nostalgia for Appalachia, exploring the rich folk traditions of my 
home culture, sharing my passions with students, and reclaiming ballads from those that would 
use them as a tool of oppression. I feel that this IMP has accomplished all of these goals and 
more. 
Researching my home culture has given me many new ideas to ponder and reflect upon. 
Reading critical works of Appalachian Studies gave me the framework to confront and 
problematize its historical aspects. Singing and performing the ballads on piano and dulcimer 
gave me a sense of cultural appreciation for their texts, but also gave me a space in which to 
draw difficult or troubling elements into conflict. Reading the historic texts—first person or 
otherwise—of my home region unlocked hidden contexts that had shaped my life; I was never 
truly aware of these discursive forces and their influence upon my history. 
When I was a queer teenager and young adult growing up in Appalachia, I did not want 
to be Appalachian.  I worked on reducing the strength of my accent. I looked down upon the 
“cultural poverty” of my family; although my mother and father were both college-educated, my 
grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins were not, for the most part. The strongest continuing 
thread through all my experiences was, “Get Out, or You Will Be Stuck Here Forever”. After I 
moved to New York City (almost seven years ago, at the time of writing this text), I gained some 









resources as our urban counterparts, we tended to be less materialistic, more community minded, 
and—dare I say it—more considerate of others in public spaces.  
When I began to prepare myself for graduate school several years ago, I began taking 
undergraduate education classes at Brooklyn College to supplement my degree in English. One 
day, literally wandering the library out of boredom, I recognized a title on the shelf. Ghosts 
Along the Cumberland: Deathlore in the Kentucky Foothills by Lynwood Montell (1975), a book 
that was only a few steps below the King James Bible in importance to my family (though some 
may be loath to admit that). This was a book that had belonged to my mother’s family, 
apocryphally containing a possible interview from a possible family member, that was frequently 
read at gatherings for pleasure or read alone for amusement. I had met the author during my high 
school years and requested that he sign our family’s first edition copy. I was absolutely stunned, 
and I began to meticulously look around the nearby shelves. 
Around it were several other interesting titles that I had never seen before: Old 
Greasybeard: Tales from the Cumberland Gap by Leonard Roberts (1969), Tales from the Cloud 
Walking Country (1958), and Tall Tales of the Kentucky Mountains by Percy McKaye (1926), 
among others. Flipping through these collections, I recognized stories and variations of tales I 
heard growing up. I read through as many of the collections that I could and ended up purchasing 
several for my own personal library. Critical Appalachian Studies’ works began to float in the 
periphery of my vision, and these I also read furiously. In the metaphorical “Yankee” wastelands 
to the north, I had discovered the value of my own culture. 
By the time I had entered Bank Street as a graduate student, I had already formulated a 









first semester was a prototype of this curriculum. Over the last two years, I took up the mountain 
dulcimer, the traditional instrument of my home culture, and began to learn it. I began to study 
the ballads more in-depth, using my literary analysis knowledge from my first degree and my 
burgeoning music skills to understand them as performance art. By the time of writing this text, 
my desire to teach both Appalachia and the ballads burned furiously. 
While writing this text, I flew home to Campbellsville, KY for a few weeks. There, I 
spent time re-absorbing the culture I had one tried to cast off. I visited the local archives and 
gathered several hundred pages of research, little of which ended up in this IMP, sadly, but built 
the foundation for future works I am planning. I recorded family interviews with three of my 
oldest relatives—my maternal grandmother, my paternal grandmother, and my grandfather’s 
half-brother—about how music had influenced their lives and our family. I gently held and 
plucked the fiddle my maternal grandmother’s mother used to play during her “wild” years 
before marrying her husband. I went to the state capital of Frankfort and spent an hour in the 
Kentucky Historical Society’s museum library and browsed their large collection around Jean 
Ritchie. I attempted to fill in the gaps of what remained before my transplant to New York City.  
Ultimately, this text is a labor of love, for my culture, my kinfolks, and myself. It is a 
labor of pride, for those three reasons as well.  It is also a work of repentance and redemption, to 
show the me of the past the importance of the place and people we miss every day. If anything, 
this work has hopefully shown that Appalachia is many things to many different people, and it 
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Appendix D: Transcripts of Family Interviews and Family Artifacts 
 
E. Krug (b. 1932), paternal grandfather’s half-brother 
On playing the harmonica in U.S. Air Force: 
 I’d tell you bout it. They had the airplanes and I’d pass em in rows. They found out that’s not 
the way to put airplanes. They put em just odd, different places. That way one guy can't come in 
there and strafe the whole bunch. So that admits that you was way out in the middle of nowhere 
with, with an airplane. Bug bombers. Is a B, a B29. But they had different motors on em, so they 
called em B50s. So forth, yeah. And we, we couldn’t pack a guitar or something like that. 
Sergeant wouldn’t let us do that. It was something we could put in our pocket he didn't know we 
had. We’d get out there…  you was a saboteur, you gonna… blow that place up, it’d be easy 
because you can hear this guy playing. We’d know right where he was at, wouldn’t we? 
[chuckles] That's why the sergeant didn't want us to have anything.  But we did anyway. Yeah, 
that was back in, I was over there in 1950, 1950 to 1952. And come back in 52 to Turner Air 
Force Base down in Georgia. Good ol Georgia. Georgia peaches, got some peaches too.  
 
On his song preferences: 
Well, I like that one “Wide Missouri”. That’s a beautiful song, and play it on chromatic, its even 
prettier. This is a harmonica. A chromatic is the one that’s got a button out here. It’s got sharps 
and flats. Course, I don't know the difference between between a sharp or flat, at all. All I know 
is the sound, you know, so forth. 
 
 
L. Roots (b. 1942), maternal grandmother 
On her mother’s musical abilities: 
Okay. My mama was born in 1910 and… she… grew up driving a horse and buggy. She went to 
Russell Creek Academy which is now Campbellsville College, okay. Uh, she played music by 
ear. Umm… I can remember her sitting down to the piano and picking out tunes with two fingers 
on it. And she could play the violin. And she could play the banjo. She could pick the banjo. She 
could pick the banjo, she usually danced a tune with it. She went to church regularly and she… 
when they started coming out with hymnals that had round notes on them, she complained about 
having the round notes that she could not sing by those old round notes. She needed the shape 
notes. Now the reason being for that was that she learned to sing, now I know nothing about 
shape-notes, so I don’t how she… she sang with em. But I have been told that people came 
around to the churches and to the schools and taught the children how to sing by shape-notes, so 
all of your older people sang by shape-notes.  
 
A story about a homeless individual in the county: 
Okay now do you want me to tell you about the fella that rode the horse? [author nods] Okay. 
There was an old fella that just roamed the county. He had a horse and it was all rigged up with 
harness and a saddle. He wore old clothes. Just clothes on top of clothes, ragged clothes. And he 









days you didn't lock your church doors. You didn’t lock your house doors because people were 
trusted in those days. So the church with right across the road from us and, um, one day we heard 
this music coming. He was playing all these religious songs and he was making that piano rock, 
although at the time we didn't know it was him; we just heard the music coming out of the 
windows, okay. And whenever we got to looking around while he was in there playing the piano. 
 
On two local musicians: 
You want me to tell you about Leonard Russell and Jack Davis and how they picked the gui-tar 
[pronounced with a pause between the syllables]? [author responds, “Sure.”]  Well, wait a 
minute, let me get my mind together here [chuckles]. Okay, umm… Our entertainment when we 
were growing up was Leonard Russell and Jack Davis picking the gui-tar [pronounced with a 
pause between the syllables], they were the two, and they would write, they could play the music 
by ear. And they would listen to the radio and write the words to the songs down on a, in a 
notebook. And they would pick and play and that was our entertainment.  
 
On her own experiences with music: 
Okay, music’s always been important in our family. Growing up, we didn't have a lot of money, 
but my mom insisted on us taking piano lessons. My oldest sister took them; she was talented. I 
took them, I wasn't too talented. My younger sister played by ear and she was very talented. So it 
was something that that we… just did. Tried to get you to do it [chuckles]. 
 
 
B. Allen (b. 1943), paternal grandmother 
On her family’s experience with music: 
So you want me to start out by giving you my name or anything like that? [author replies 
“Sure.”] Okay, well my name is B. Allen and my mom's family, that was a Grant family, they 
were all musically inclined, they were great, they were talented. I had one uncle that played the 
violin or the fiddle, that it was called at that time, and my mother played the piano and then she 
had a another brother or two that both of them played the guitar, so that everybody in the family 
was musically inclined, except I had one aunt and she couldn't play at all. But it was quite an 
occasion when we all got together, I was just a kid, you know, at that time, probably twelve years 
old, to hear them all play and they all knew what, they had grown up playing together. And my 
uncle that played the fiddle, he had married this lady who also played the guitar and they had a 
radio show here in Campbellsville. Uh, every Saturday morning, and both of them were good 
singers and they both had music, with music, you know they played music. So I did not get any 
of those talents, but I do have some grandchildren that can make music. But anyway, uh, they 
lived in Adair County, which is the county over from us, and their house was kind of like, uh, it 
was, an old, almost, part of it was a long cabin that had been built onto and made it a two, 
actually, a three-bedroom house. But it was sitting on a hill and you had to go down to the. To 
get water, you had to walk down this big hill and carry it back from the spring. But basically the 









play. Anytime they got together, they’d be playing music all the time, so that was really what I 

































Appendix E: “The Elf In Knight” 
(taken from Roberts, 1978) 
 
As you go over yondo hill: 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
Oh take this message to that fair lass, 
And she shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
Go tell her to buy me a cambric shirt 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
And make it so fast she can’t see her own needle work, 
And she shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
Go tell her to wash it in yondo well 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
Where never a drop of water fell, 
And she shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
Go tell her to hang it in yonda tree 
Savory, sage, rosemary, of thyme, 
Betwixt the saltwater and the sea, 
And she shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
Go tell her to iron it with a cold rock iron 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme. 
Which never has been since Adam and Eve was born, 
And she shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
As you go over yondo hill 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
Go take this message to that young lad, 
And he shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
Go tell him to plant him an acre of corn 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme,  
And bind it up with a peacock’s feather, 
And he shall be a true love-yer of mine. 
 
Go to tell to thresh it on the cold stone wall 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
And let never a grain of it fall, 










Go tell him when he has done his work 
Savory, sage, rosemary, and thyme, 
To come and call for his cambric shirt, 










I am a man of constant sorrow, 
I’ve been in trouble all my days. 
I bid farewell to old Kentucky, 
The place where I was born and raised. 
 
For six long years I’ve been in trouble, 
No pleasure here on earth I see, 
For in this world I’m bound to travel, 
I have no friends to help me now. 
 
Tell my friends who’ve wondered about me, 
Why I’m wandering in cold. 
I’m bound to ride that Northern Railroad, 
Perhaps I’ll die upon the train. 
 
Oh, you may bury me in some dark hollow, 
My friends, you’ll never see me no more, 
Don’t grieve for me while you’re standing o’er me, 
While I am sleeping in my grave. 
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